The Edison Image 


Thomas Alva Edison. An American Myth. 
Wyn WAcHHORST. MIT Press, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1981. x, 328 pp., illus. $15. 


Books about Edison are ambitious, 
almost by definition, and Wyn Wach- 
horst’s reworked dissertation—based on 
the thesis that ‘‘the Edison symbol has 
been a vehicle for every major American 
cultural theme’’—is no exception. Thou- 
sands of items—books, pamphlets, mag- 
azine and newspaper articles, plays, 
films, and television documentaries 
spanning more than a century—consti- 
tute the data base for this painstaking 
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“On a camping trip in West Virginia, 1918. Left to right: Thomas Edison, Harvey Firestqne, Jr., 
John Burroughs, Henry Ford, Harvey Firestone. Seated is R. J. H. deLoach.”’ [From Thomas 
Alva Edison: An American Myth; Firestone Tire and Rubber Co.] 
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each with its own historical density, for a 
book as brief as this to treat adequately. 
Edison scholars will also recognize 
Wachhorst’s limited familiarity with the 
technical detail of Edison’s methodology 
and major inventions of the 1870's and 
1880's. 

Despite these flaws, the book is a 
genuine contribution. It is a pleasure to 
read, and the Edison material is orga- 
nized in the most helpful manner 
achieved to date. Those who wish to 
understand Edison’s place in American 
culture can ill afford to ignore the critical 
reading of the Edison image provided 
here. Wachhorst succeeds, finally, be- 
cause he cares for his subject. His rein- 
terpretation of Edison is not flawed, as 
was Robert Conot’s recent Streak of 
Luck, with carping iconoclasm. Thus it 
is his affection for his subject, both myth 
and man, that permits a growth in critical 
awareness for the reader. 
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